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Practitioner’s Dialogue

In Search of a Low Cost Textbook
Leonard Gaston and Ben Williams
If there’s a book you really want to read but it hasn’t been written yet, then you must write it. Toni Morrison
How many classroom
teachers in colleges and
uni-versities have asked
during the first week of
class, “How many students
have the textbook?” and
seen only a few hands go
up, and have asked the
same question a week later,
and seen only a few more
hands go up? Faculty
members ask each other the
question: “Why don’t
students buy the book?”
Responses range from
“Many don’t have the
money” to “Many spend
more than the cost of the
text on a pair of sneakers;
they could buy it if they
wanted to.” Perhaps some
could, but it was increasingly apparent to us that
many students simply could
not.
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Are textbooks
expensive? Almost any
student will answer a
resounding “yes.” And if we
compare the cost of a typical
text with the cost of a new
hardback novel, we might
agree. On the day this
paragraph was drafted a
look at Amazon.com’s five
top sellers showed them to
have list prices ranging from
$14.95 to $40.00 and
selling prices ranging from
$8.22 to $22.00. Contrast
that with the experience of
the writer, who recently
scrambled to prepare
lectures needed to cover
classes for a colleague, who
was delayed in foreign
travel, and needed to obtain
the text for that class in a
hurry. The cost of that
international marketing
text—a rather unremarkable
book except perhaps for a
number of very nice color
pictures—was $189.00. We
recognize that best-selling
books give their publishers
economies of scale. The fact
remains however that a
university student enrolled
for five courses in a given
semester, assuming that
each required an equivalent
text, would shell out $945
just for textbooks. If we
assume a six percent sales
tax jurisdiction, the cost
comes out to a bit over a
thousand dollars. At our
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particular school, which
charges an Ohio resident,
per semester, approximately
$5,300 for tuition and fees,
that textbook cost would
increase the student’s
college costs by roughly 20
percent.

Why Do Textbooks
Cost So Much?

A definitive answer to
that question is beyond the
scope of this brief paper.
Certainly however, if the
situation has reached the
point where students may
avoid courses they would
otherwise prefer to take,
simply because of textbook
cost, it is a serious question.
(Ellison, 2004) Inelastic
demand is sometimes
identified as one possible
cause. For example, one
text in 2006 was found to
cost $76.31 in Britain, while
the price for the identical
book in the U.S. was
$126.75. The difference
was said to be due to the
difference in price sensitivity
in the two markets. (Koch,
2006) Separation of the
prescriber and the buyer
(analogous to the situation
for prescription drugs) has
been suggested, as has the
oligopolistic nature of the
textbook publishing
industry itself. Certainly,
the number of publishers
has diminished due to
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acquisitions and consolidations. One can wonder if
the textbook publishing
industry is repeating the
post WW II model of the
British automotive industry:
combining two small weak
companies to form one big
weak company, and, if
deemed necessary,
repeating the process.
Whatever the efficiencies of
the publishing companies,
one source reports that of
every dollar students spend
for textbooks, 75.9 cents
will be received by the publisher. Of this amount, 64.4
cents will be retained by the
publisher and 11.5 cents
will be forwarded to the
authors. (Reese, 2001)
One investigator has
maintained that a highly
organized used book market
is a contributing factor to
high list prices for new textbooks. Each time a used
book is sold in the university book store, the
publisher, and the author,
are deprived of any revenue,
and therefore “…textbooks
must be priced aggressively” (Roediger, 2005: 4);
however, it might be as
reasonable to maintain—in
accordance with the ancient
marketing dictum to “find a
need and fill it”—today’s
highly organized used book
market is simply a response
to the high price of new
books. Further, it has been
maintained that publishers
speed up the revision cycle
to undercut the usedtextbook market (Jackson,
2006). In addition, book
store margins come in for a
share of the blame,
particularly when they can
be higher on used books
than new.
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Writing in the American
Mathematical Society Notices,
Allyn Jackson notes that
between the mid 1980s and
2004 the prices of textbooks
outpaced the Consumer
Price Index: Texts increased
in price some 186 percent
while the overall CPI rose by
approximately 72 percent.
He concludes that the main
reason appears to be that
… textbooks today
are far more elaborate than in the past
and often come with
extensive ancillary
materials (Jackson,
2006: 1-2).
It does seem that recent
years have seen the proliferation of supplements
such as tutorial workbooks
and DVDs. Whatever the
reasons for high prices,
many students attempt to
economize by searching for
used copies, using previous
editions (many do seem to
change little with each new
edition), ordering from
on-line sources, and using
international editions.
Unfortunately, some
economize by simply not
purchasing the text at all.

The Situation That
Pushed Us into
Writing a Text

The authors teach at
Central State University, a
Historically Black University
located near the little town
of Xenia in Southwest Ohio,
about fifty miles north of the
Ohio River. Xenia was a
station on the Underground
Railroad prior to the War
Between the States. Perhaps
largely for that reason, in
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1856, a minority institution
of higher learning was
founded a short distance
north of Xenia, out in the
country a half hour’s travel
by horse and wagon. Wilberforce University (named
for Lord Wilberforce, the
advocate of freedom for the
slaves in Great Britain) has
been here since. It continues to be associated with
the African Methodist
Episcopal Church. After
World War II, the State of
Ohio set up and supported a
division of that school,
primarily for training of
public school teachers, and
soon after split it off entirely
as a separate entity. It has
grown since. That school
now has three colleges—Arts
and Sciences, Education,
and Business and Industry.
We have a number of
students from inner cities—
Cleveland, Toledo, Detroit,
and Chicago—who possess
less than optimum academic preparation for college.
So it is important that each
student possess a textbook
to study outside of class.
This is particularly true in
the quantitative area. Many
of these students come from
low income backgrounds
and work part time and full
time jobs to stay in school.
Some—the fortunate ones—
come from intact families or
perhaps have a single
parent who does what is
possible to help them stay
in school. Many do not.
Our task in the College of
Busi-ness and Industry is to
help these students
overcome their backgrounds
and pre-pare for successful
careers in the business
world.
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Last spring, toward the
end of the spring semester,
one of the authors was
working after class with a
sincere young man who was
obviously trying very hard
but could not quite develop
the competence in problem
solution that would enable
him to do well on the weekly
exams in statistics class.
He seemed to understand
the theory involved in a
particular set of problems
and was advised that the
one additional thing he
needed to do was practice
the problems in the text
before the next exam, so he
could be confident that he
could do them. Then the
instructor asked “You do
have a text book don’t you?”
The reluctant answer was
no. Although the course
syllabus states a
requirement that students
buy the book, many do not.
At a cost approaching two
hundred dollars, for
students working, paying
rent, buying food, and so
forth, it seems to them an
expense they can or even
must forgo. Too many try to
get by with what they can
pick up in class or from
borrowing a book for a day
or two during the week.
Although we who teach
the courses in statistics felt
that the commerciallypublished text we were
using was the most
student-friendly on the
market, its quality had
seemed to diminish with
each new edition. For a
number of years we had
discussed the possibility of
writing a text that our
students might better
understand and, in particular, could better afford.
Finally, this year, we did it.
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How Does One Write a
Textbook?

We had never done it
before, and knew no one
who had. We recognized
that it would take a great
deal of time, but
underestimated how much
time would be required.
The task has consumed
hundreds of hours. Nothing
could be copied of course,
so every word necessarily
came out of our heads—the
result of years of teaching
the subject: explanations,
illustrations, end of chapter
questions—everything
except the statistical tables.
How we could obtain such
tables without referring to
someone else’s text
appeared to be a problem,
but an internet search
revealed that all but one of
the tables needed had been
published by the National
Bureau of Standards. One
of the authors generated the
remaining one using Excel.
The Ohio Board of Regents
has established a list of
mandatory topics that must
be covered in the basic
statistics courses and we
were careful to cover all
these areas plus others that
we thought business
students entering the world
of work in these times might
find essential. The budget
for secretarial and other
support functions is
severely limited. Consequently, the authors did
their own word processing,
proofing, and graphics, and
arranged for reproduction of
the text at the university
print shop.
Along the way, in
addition to the problem of
finding the seemingly
endless hours necessary to
complete the task, we
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encountered a number of
other problems and questions. How much space
should be devoted to each
topic? How do we get a
copyright? Where do ISBN’s
come from? What do these
things cost?

How Does One Obtain
a Copyright? An
ISBN?

It appeared necessary to
obtain a copyright. The
authors had no intention of
making any money from
royalties, but it seemed only
prudent to copyright the
content to protect it from
alteration and possible
misuse. The telephone book
could have been searched,
and calls made to various
attorneys to select one that
could steer us through the
copyright process, of which
we knew nothing. That
would be time consuming,
and possibly expensive.
Primarily because of the
concern about expense,
since this project was being
undertaken entirely out of
the authors’ personal
resources, we went to the
internet and looked up
Legalzoom. Obtaining a
phone number from the
company’s web site, we
called because we knew so
little about the process that
we wanted to talk to a real
person. The representative
described the process, and
gave directions for using the
internet to order, which we
did as soon as we had a
draft suitable for the
purpose. Surprisingly, the
manuscript was not
transmitted electronically.
We ordered on line using a
personal credit card and
then bundled up a paper
copy and sent it to the
43

Legalzoom office. That
office forwarded it to the
U.S. Copyright Office. The
representative assured us
that the copyright would be
in effect when the paper
copy was received there,
and that we would receive
an official acknowledgement
later—weeks or possibly
months later. (One who saw
the original Indiana Jones
movie, Raiders of the Lost
Ark, and recalls the final
scene, could almost
visualize our paper manuscript going into a dusty
government warehouse
somewhere, probably never
to be found again.)
Even though the text
was being written for local
use, it seemed advisable to
obtain an International
Standard Book Number. By
this time the authors had
such a substantial labor
investment in the project
they wanted the result to be
a real book, complete with
ISBN! It was back to the
internet again. The
organization that assigns
ASBN’s was found and the
decision had to be made
whether to purchase one
number, or a series, and the
services to be obtained if
only one was purchased.
For reasons of cost it was
decided to obtain just one
($125). An interesting note
is that we found, after the
fact, that another department in the college had
previously purchased a
block of numbers, and we
could have used one of
them.

Mechanics of Printing
and Stocking
Our university print
shop advised us that a few
teachers had instructional
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packages that they paid for
with personal funds and
then sold to students at
cost. We wished to avoid
that bookkeeping task,
however, as well as any
appearance of personal gain
from use of the book. It was
suggested that, since some
students would wish to use
book vouchers, that it
should be sold by the bookstore. The bookstore
manager agreed that the
store would sell to the
students at an affordable
cost. The authors took care
of proofreading, delivering
the book via flash drive to
the printing shop, ordering,
and physically transporting
needed copies of the text to
the book store.

The Bottom Line

The result is a comprehensive basic text, printed
in black and white (no color
illustrations, no supplemental DVD’s, no bells and
whistles) that the bookstore
has sold to the students at
an affordable price of less
than $30—a savings of
approximately $150 for each
student compared to the
price the publisher’s text
previously used. The
authors, of course, were not
paid, and they did not mind
since they did not do it for
the money. Our objective
was simply to produce a text
written in a student-friendly
manner that would be easily
affordable. In our classes
this past semester, we have
found a possession rate of
more than 90 percent by the
end of the third week—a
vast improvement over the
past. We are hopeful that
this improvement will be
reflected in more consistent
study habits, increased
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student satisfaction with the
statistics classes, and
improved performance on
exams.
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